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THE REV. MARCUS DODS, D.D., 

PROFESSOR OF NEW TESTAMENT EXEGESIS IN THE NEW COLLEGE, 

EDINBURGH. 



By Rev. Professor Alexander Balmain Bruce, 
Free Church College, Glasgow. 



Marcus Dods, the subject of this sketch, was born in 1834, 
at Belford, Northumberland, England. He was the youngest 
son of Rev. Marcus Dods, minister of the "Scotch Church," Bel- 
ford, the author of a well-known able book on the Incarnation, 
written in connection with the controversy created by the views 
propounded by the famous Edward Irving, the friend of Thomas 
Carlyle, on the subject of our Lord's human nature, to which he 
applied the epithet "fallen." Marcus the younger came to 
Edinburgh in 1838, and as a boy was educated at the Academy, 
and afterward at the University, graduating in 1854. He studied 
Divinity in the New College there, one of the three theological 
colleges connected with the Free Church, the first founded and 
the largest, and after a four years' course was licensed in 1858. 
After six years of "probationer" life he was settled as the pastor 
of Renfield Free Church, Glasgow, in 1864, and continued to 
occupy the pulpit there till he was made a Professor of Theology 
by a vote of the Assembly in 1889. 

As preacher, author, and professor Dr. Dods has a great name 
in Scotland, and occupies a position of the first rank in the esteem 
of the general community, irrespective of denominational divis- 
ions. During the twenty-five years he was the minister of Ren- 
field church he was the weightiest if not the most popular 
preacher in the city of Glasgow. Men listened to him as they 
listened to few others, as one from whom they expected to get 
some definite, valuable instruction, and not merely a passing 
oratorical treat. Oratorical treats were not in his line. Though a 
forcible and arresting speaker he was not a " popular" preacher. 
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He was a wise teacher rather than a preacher ; what he supplied 
was didache of the first order rather than kerygma. He was 
too good and weighty to be popular ; hence the unusual length 
of his probationary period, six years. He preached now and 
then in vacant charges during those early years but without accept- 
ance, other men utterly unknown being chosen in preference. 
The present writer acted as " Moderator of Session" in one of 
these vacant congregations. At a meeting of the congregational 
committee at which the merits of the " candidates" were being 
discussed, the name of Mr. Dods came up, he like the others 
having preached in the pulpit. Not a man had a word to say in 
his favor ; one man with an air of serene confidence expressed 
the general feeling by the remark : " No, we should not think of 
him." The ground of this inappreciative judgment may be indi- 
cated by reporting a conversation which took place a quarter of a 
century later between two clerical friends who had together been 
hearing a well-known pulpit orator. After leaving the church 
one said to the other, "Well, what do you think of that?" The 
reply was, " First-rate preaching, second-rate teaching. If Dr. 
Dods had been the preacher handling the same text, it would 
have been just the other way — first-rate teaching, second-rate 
preaching." 

To the members of his own congregation the minister of Pen- 
field was first-rate in every sense. He was their ideal preacher 
and their idol, always worth listening to, and no one else worth 
hearing, by comparison. Yet a Renfield man would admit that 
"the Doctor" was sometimes better than at other times. It was 
remarked that he was especially good in character-studies, and the 
worse the character the better the sermon. One of the elders of 
the church once said to me : " Dods is at his best when he is dis- 
cussing one of those Old Testament blackguards." In his sermons 
on men and women in the Bible the Renfield minister showed 
a wise knowledge of life and masterly insight into the springs 
of action, and handled his subject always with a bold realism 
untainted by the slightest touch of vulgarity. Such sermons 
would of course commend themselves very specially to seniors 
who had lived long in the world and seen much of men and their 
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ways. But Dods was not merely a preacher for the middle 
aged. He was also one of the few who can catch and hold the 
ear of young men by making them feel that he valued their 
ideals, understood their religious difficulties, and sympathized 
with them under their temptations ; that in fact while his hair 
was getting gray, he continued in heart to be a young man 
himself. 

During those twenty-five years of a preacher's life Dr. Dods 
was busily occupied with authorship. Preaching and publishing 
went hand and hand, the one supplying material for the other ; 
for a large amount of what he has given to the press is homi- 
letics of an exceptionally careful and scholarly type, enriched 
with many a literary allusion or quotation gleaned from an exten- 
sive area of reading. He became an author before he was ordained 
to the ministry, The Prayer that Teaches to Pray, published in 1863, 
showing of what admirable stuff were made the sermons of the 
despised probationer, and explaining how it came to pass that, 
when settled in a fixed pastorate in a city charge, he at once 
stepped into the first rank. That early book is fine at once in 
thought, in spirit, and in style. A series of works followed 
embodying the mature results of pulpit studies, including The 
Epistles to the Seven Churches (1865), Israel's Iron Age (1874, on 
the Book of Judges), and, belonging to a somewhat later period, 
more elaborate expositions of Genesis (1888), Corinthians (1889) 
and The Gospel of John, 2 vols. (189 1-2), taking their place in 
the excellent series known as "The Expositor's Bible," pub- 
lished by the Messrs. Hodder & Stoughton. Along with these 
may be mentioned two small volumes, not homiletic in origin or 
aim : Mohammed, Bhudda, and Christ, three well-informed and 
reliable lectures, published in 1877, and an Introduction to the New 
Testament, belonging to the " Theological Educational Series," 
published in 1888. 

For many years past Dr. Dods has done excellent work of 
an editorial kind in connection with Lange's Life of Christ, the 
translation of the Works of St. Augustine, and the series of 
" Handbooks for Bible Classes," published by Messrs. T. & T. 
Clark, Edinburgh, of which he and the Rev. Dr. Whyte of the 
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Free St. George's, Edinburgh, are the joint editors — a series 
consisting now of many volumes on biblical and theological sub- 
jects and containing not a few works of first-class merit. To 
this series Dr. Dods has himself contributed a handbook on Gen- 
esis and another on Haggai, Zechariah a?id Malachi, careful and 
competent work like all he has done. In translation also he has 
made his mark, having done into English Augustine's great work 
De Civitate Dei, Justin Martyr's Apology, and the Legatio pro 
Christianis of Athenagoras, with the sure hand of a well trained 
scholar. 

It goes without saying that Dr. Dods has often been asked to 
give his opinion of the literary work of other men. As a reviewer 
he is not only competent in respect of knowledge but, what is 
rarer perhaps, conscientious. He actually reads a book through 
before presuming to estimate its value. This appears not only 
from the general character of his notices, but from the care with 
which a list of errata is supplied, in no captious spirit, but for the 
benefit of the author in a second edition. If he has a fault as a 
reviewer it is excessive generosity. He never praises an utterly 
worthless book, but he occasionally overpraises a good but not 
supremely good book. On the whole, however, his verdicts are 
sound and have been justified by time. Many books that he 
decidedly commended on their first appearance have taken their 
place as important contributions on the subjects of which they 
treat. The qualities of competent information, sound judgment, 
sincerity, and kindly considerate tone secured for him years ago 
the position of Reviewer of New Testament Literature in the 
Expositor, which he has held since the time when Dr. Nicoll 
became editor of that well-known and highly valued monthly. 

Dr. Dods was fifty-five years of age when he became a theo- 
logical professor, too late a period of life to make a great change 
in one's occupations. But in his case it was really no such 
change. He had been a student, and in a sense a professor all 
along; so that when he went to the New College he stepped into 
a position which was really not new, and addressed himself to 
duties with which he was already familiar. The students knew 
him already by his books, and they accepted him at once as a 
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Master. He had not been long in his chair when one of those 
theological panics arose of which the Free Church of Scotland 
has had fully more than its own share, threatening the removal 
from his office of the recently appointed professor, along with 
a fellow professor in the western college of the same denom- 
ination. It was a pretty formidable outburst of well-intended 
though ill-informed zeal for the truth, but the storm passed over 
leaving Dr. Uods in his chair and in possession of the unabated 
confidence of the community. The agitation was the revival of 
an old trouble over similar utterances of the accused during the 
time of his ministry in Glasgow, when a motion really aiming at 
his deposition was defeated in the lay Presbytery of that city 
only by a very small majority. The question at issue was the 
view to be taken of biblical inspiration, traditional views ear- 
nestly held by many at the time coming into sharp collision with 
modern conceptions as stated plainly by the object of assault. 

To outsiders it may seem a wonder that a man who had 
rudely shocked the prejudices of many pious people could ever 
have become a theological professor at all in a church distin- 
guished by its zeal for the faith as handed down from the fathers. 
Doubtless the disturbance had something to do with the lateness 
of Dr. Dod's professorial appointment, though that was mainly 
the result of his modesty, leading him to give way to the candi- 
dature of other men. But when one comes to consider it, the 
election of such a man to a chair in an earnest church is no cause 
for surprise. There is such a thing as hero-worship still, and a 
man attacked has many enthusiastic friends as well as many res- 
olute foes. The mode of appointment to professorial functions 
in the church gives free scope to hero-worship. The election is 
by a free vote of an Assembly embracing above 700 members, 
clerical and lay. Such a body of men cannot easily be manipu- 
lated, and especially in connection with appointments involving 
personal predilections declines to be dictated to by leaders how- 
ever loyally they may be followed in general questions of church 
policy. It was pretty well understood that the ecclesiastical 
mind desiderated a " safer" man, but, no matter, the rank and 
file were determined to have Dods, and in the final vote the 
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"safe" man, whoever he might be, was nowhere. To this way 
of choosing professors, open, free, fearless, it is probably due 
that the Free Church Colleges are by common consent on the 
whole very well manned. 

What a blessing it is to a church to have its future ministers 
under the care of men of the Dods type : scholarly and wise, 
but not worldly wise, time serving prudential ; rather unsophisti- 
cated honest men, severely, even bluntly, sincere. Such men 
occasionally give great trouble to ecclesiastics who have to do 
their best to keep the ship of the church in smooth waters. One 
of them said to the present writer on a certain occasion, "Dods 
is a dreadfully left-handed man." That was one way of looking 
at the matter. Another way is aptly symbolized by a sentence 
in an article which appeared in a leading newspaper about the 
same time: (( Dr. Dods, for a minister, is a very sincere man;" 
a sentence which implies a very low opinion of the clergy gen- 
erally but a very high esteem for the individual named. Such 
men as he serve to preserve the good name of the church in the 
eyes of the world. And as for the ingenuous youths who fre- 
quent our theological seminaries, such men are their delight and 
boast. And it is well, for beyond question it is in men like Dr. 
Dods that the youth of our church, who are to be its future min- 
isters, can find the nearest approximation to what Christ was in 
spirit and religious attitude. To be their scholars is in effect to be 
in the school of Jesus. For a theological seminary to lack such 
men in its teaching staff is simply death; prophetic freedom, fire 
and power replaced by dry scholasticism, rabbinical pedantry, 
and dull commonplace. 

Perhaps I ought to say before I close this paper that it would 
be an entire misconception of Dr. Dods' theological position to 
think of him as a very modern advanced man in his general 
views on religious questions. This is well known to readers of 
his books but it is worth stating for the benefit of those who have 
still to make his acquaintance as an author. In some respects 
he is a very conservative and old-fashioned theologian. He is a 
strong Calvinist, holds very somber views of human depravity 
and very stern views of the prospects of the wicked in the world 
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to come. He is cautious, one might think even over-cautious, 
especially after he has given way to an incautious impulse and 
used very freely the liberty of prophecy. One bold step forward 
is atoned for by a good many steps backward, not in craven fear 
but in self-distrust. As a preacher he is (or was) apt to dwell 
overmuch on the dark side of things. Of another Scotch preacher 
well known to fame it has been said that he believes with all his 
heart in the statement of the Psalmist " iniquities prevail against 
me," but not in the hopeful addendum "as for our transgressions 
thou shalt purge them away." The first part of the Psalmist's 
proposition by itself is rather a meager gospel. There are a num- 
ber of men in Scotland given to preaching this dismal gospel of 
theological pessimism. I wonder if there are any such in America? 
Those we have in Scotland are as a rule able men and good, wor- 
thy of all respect ; only they seem to think sin stronger than 
God, and to conceive the laws of the universe as conspiring 
mercilessly against even the penitent sinner. I would not have 
it supposed that my esteemed brother Dods is one of these pes- 
simists, but I have sometimes felt (and told him so) that he leant 
more in that direction than I was pleased to see. I want the 
strong men of Christendom, every one of them, to say with all 
the emphasis they know how to put in their words : "Thy faith 
hath saved thee, go in peace." 

" I say to thee, do thou repeat 
To the first man thou may'st meet 
In lane, highway, or open street, 
That he and we and all men move 
Under a canopy of love, 
As broad as the blue sky above." 



